
As visitors, we bring to a park or
museum information and values that
greatly affect our vision and focus.

We may not see what is before us because our
expectations are different or we are letting our
previous experiences influence our view. This
analysis holds true whether we are casual visi-
tors or researchers. 

As educational and re s o u rce management
p rofessionals, we must consider the various ele-
ments of use and impacts on our park museum
collections. We acquire, pre p a re, and pre s e rv e
museum collections to be used, but our collections
may not be used immediately or automatically.
The most important use of our collections may
come 50 or 100 or 1,000 years from now.

The value and utility of park museum objects
depends on their documentation. Few visitors
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tissues, parasites, etc.) and archived in a museum
w h e re they will be available for a variety of inves-
tigations. Museum work is generally poorly under-
stood and unfairly exaggerated, even within the
scientific community. The UAM has about 35,000
mammal specimens archived but given the size of
Alaska, its complex landscape, and the number of
years of collecting this re p resents, the UAM has a
v e ry inadequate and uneven re p resentation of
A l a s k a ’s mammal diversity. When compared to
levels of natural mortality and accidental kills,
museum collecting has an insignificant impact on
wild populations.

Specimens re p resent historical populations
and their value increases dramatically thro u g h
time. This is particularly true as the diversity of
many localities is degraded. Temporal changes in
biotic diversity can be documented effectively only
if extensive collections are periodically arc h i v e d .
We have lost the opportunity to document changes
in the biota of many areas because no baseline
i n v e n t o ry was ever conducted. Through coopera-
tive specimen-based projects, national park biolo-
gists have been particularly important in helping
to establish baseline data on wild populations in
A l a s k a ’s relatively undisturbed enviro n m e n t s .
These data will be invaluable when assessing
changes due to human impact and natural distur-
bance of the enviro n m e n t .

To d a y, museums are key to a veritable explo-
sion of diff e rent kinds of studies on biotic diver-
s i t y. For instance, in the past two years, 32 loans
of more than 1,500 specimens have been made
f rom the Alaska Frozen Tissue Collection (AFTC).
The Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta has
used 570 AFTC samples from rodents in eff o rts to
understand the history and epidemiology of the
H a n t a v i rus disease. Other samples from declining
marine mammal populations have been used to
test for canine distemper. With PCR (polymerase
chain reaction) and other innovations in the study
of DNA, we now can examine genetic variation in
populations of animals that were collected during
d i ff e rent time periods, thus providing a more rigor-
ous view of temporal genetic variation. For exam-
ple, known contact zones between taxa can be
reanalyzed for temporal stability if specimens fro m
the contact zone were collected at regular inter-
v a l s .

Ancient DNA studies on mammoth speci-
mens from Alaska are underway in a German lab-
o r a t o ry. Isotope analysis of bones allows
investigators to examine diets of individual speci-
mens, thus opening a whole range of studies to the
paleo-ecologist. The effects of climate change or
other perturbations on the distributions of species
may be critically evaluated only with voucher
specimens. These kinds of studies are underw a y

now using museum specimens. We cannot even
p redict what kinds of questions new technological
advances will allow. Curre n t l y, the UAM Mammal
Collection forms the basis for 11 MS and PhD the-
ses at UAF and at least 12 at other institutions.

Recent cooperative re s e a rch projects in the
UAM Mammal Collection have focused on 1)
establishing baseline data on small mammal popu-
lations at regular (annual) intervals, 2) the zoo-
geography of Southeast Alaska, and 3) the
relationships between the mammals of Alaska and
those of eastern Russia. Field work supported by
Glacier Bay National Park and Pre s e rve, Bering
Land Bridge National Pre s e rve, Denali National
Park and Pre s e rve, Wrangell-St. Elias National
Park and Pre s e rve, and Gates of the Arc t i c
National Park and Pre s e rve, and other federal
agencies, have been crucial to the development of
this re s o u rce, now among the finest regional mam-
mal collections worldwide.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Dr. Joseph A. Cook is the Curator of Mammals at the
University of Alaska Museum in Fairbanks. He has
worked with NPS collections extensively, and partici-
pated in a workshop with Alaska resource managers,
sharing the above information and inviting more use
of the collections from the national parks housed at
the Museum. He can be reached through Internet,
ffjac@aurora.alaska.edu. The address of the Museum
is 907 Yukon Drive, Fairbanks, AK 99775-1200,
907-474-7505.
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uses force us to compromise or to make decisions
to balance competing intere s t s .

To ensure that museum collections are not
used inappro p r i a t e l y, criteria should be developed
to evaluate proposed use of the museum collec-
tion. The most important and hardest question to
answer re g a rding the use of museum objects is:
Why do we want to use it?

Once we have resolved the “why” question
we should consider the following elements of this
evaluation criteria:

• Is the proposed use consumptive?
• What will be the effects of use on the

object and its proposed surroundings?
• Site Provenance. Is the object directly

related to the park and its primary
theme? 

• Is use of an original object or specimen
necessary?

• For what purpose will the object be
used?

Often objects are used simply because they
a re available. In these instances the use is often
conjectural, not historically accurate and vague.
Too many times we have witnessed Native
American ceramic pot shards being passed aro u n d
as re p resenting a particular culture or event. Or,
we have seen objects used to re p resent a tran-
scending theme such as a cotton bowl to re p re s e n t
a cotton gin and slavery.

One of the most familiar methods of using
objects is in permanent and special exhibits.
When used in exhibits, objects are said to “flesh
out the bare bones of history.” In context, objects
help communicate ideas. 

We can add to an object’s interpretive value
in many ways. We can exhibit it to show how it
works or was used. We may place it with other
similar objects to invite comparisons or with dis-
similar objects to show contrast. 

By labeling an object, it becomes evidence
s u p p o rting a conclusion or may serve as a symbol
of a more abstract idea or linkage to a person or
e v e n t .

Exhibits help some people understand diff e r-
ent concepts. Some exhibits are for enjoyment,
others are aesthetically satisfying or have exciting
f o rm and color. The strangeness or bizarre nature
of other exhibits may stimulate pleasurable feel-
ings or curiosity.

Some exhibits provide comfort by re c a l l i n g
familiar memories. Others evoke stronger emo-
tions. 

Living History demonstrations bring more
tactile senses into play. Through the use of re p ro-
duction objects or durable originals, the public can
see first-hand how objects were used. 

know how to read objects. Visitors and often
scholars need our help in understanding museum
collections. This is especially true if we are
attempting to have the object state something spe-
cific. We must always remember our objects will
say the wrong thing if we are not careful in our
p resentation of them. 

A first consideration for the usability of
museum objects is their physical condition and
composition. Some objects are too fragile or poorly
made to withstand the rigors of exhibition.

Uses of museum collections include exhibi-
tions, demonstrations, outreach programs (parks
as classrooms), special events, and re s e a rc h .
H o w e v e r, the utility and value of museum collec-
tions comes more into focus as we begin to ques-
tion our proposed uses of our objects and
specimens. We should always ask several ques-
tions before we make objects available for any
u s e .

A re all objects and specimens of equal
value? 

In many disciplines, objects and specimens
a re collected to support re s e a rch. Often a natural
scientist will collect specimens for analysis and
use without considering their potential long–term
value or the possibility of placing them in museum
collections. Their long-term value as a benchmark
of flora and fauna at a particular park may be
d e t e rmined years after the specimens were col-
lected. An archeologist may determine that cert a i n
a rtifacts collected during a site excavation must be
subjected to destructive analysis to determ i n e
m o re about the site and what occurred there. In
these instances the documentation of the tests per-
f o rmed are of paramount import a n c e .

Does an object’s importance transcend its
original purpose?

A look into our past will show us that objects
often become symbols. For example, Lincoln’s
G e t t y s b u rg Address; the Liberty Bell; Star Spangled
Banner and the Constitution a re examples of tran-
scendental values bestowed on objects well
beyond their original use.

Do objects and natural history specimens
mean diff e rent things to diff e rent people?

Our national symbols discussed above are
examples of this. Other examples are ethnographic
materials; historic furnishings in art museums;
and, taxidermy mounts in natural history muse-
u m s .

A re there differing, but equally import a n t ,
viewpoints on use of museum collections?

Our perspective, vision, and focus gre a t l y
influences our viewpoint on appropriate uses of
museum collections. Management decisions, tour
routes, tour group size, marketing, and special



How extensive was the repair work
on the interior of the Custom House
in Salem in the 1880s, 1950s,

1970s? What problems were encountered in
determining the historic paint colors? What pho-
tographs taken of the park since its establish-
ment in 1938 show changes in the historic
landscape? What park management issues and
decisions in the 1930s have continued to be
reviewed, questioned, and resolved in different
ways? How have water quality issues in the
rivers and harbor affected the area in the last
100 years? What park management decisions in
the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s have affected the extent
of research on historic landscapes, historic plant
materials, land use, relationships with park
neighbors, etc., that are recurring issues today?
What information is contained in the park histo-
rians’ desk files from the 1930s to the 1970s and
how extensively were certain structures, features,
and events researched? Is the park at risk of
undertaking extensive research today that has
already been accomplished?

Invariably the next question is, “What do we
have in the files?” Finding the answer depends on
the extent of pre s e rvation, organization, and
access to the park re c o rds. 

In January 1995, the Northeast Museum
S e rvices Center began a two-year project to con-
duct a Survey of Resource Management Records in
the New England Cluster of the Northeast Field
A rea. This survey is focused on documenting the

natural and cultural re s o u rce management re c o rd s
in parks and centers. The survey will also re v i e w
management needs and provide re c o m m e n d a t i o n s .
Assistance with recommendations will include
m e a s u res for basic protection and appro p r i a t e
steps, including transfer of specific re c o rds to the
National Archives and Records Administration,
t e m p o r a ry storage, disposal, or accession into the
museum collection. 

While it is commonly accepted that museum
re c o rds that document museum objects should
remain in close association with the objects, this
concept is less well recognized for other cultural
and natural re s o u rces such as historic stru c t u re s
and landscapes. Records that document the
i n t e g r i t y, history, condition, conservation tre a t-
ments, and pre s e rvation re q u i rements of natural
and cultural re s o u rces are critical for current and
f u t u re management. It is well established that
a rcheological field notes, including sketches, maps
and photographs, are cataloged with the art i f a c t s
f rom the associated site. Neither the artifacts nor
the field notes have much re s e a rch value without
the other. Likewise, re s e a rchers cannot understand
or extract significant data from architectural frag-
ments without examination of the accompanying
documentation. Both the documentation and the
a rtifacts must be pre s e rved to be accessible for
re s e a rch use.

The Research e r ’s Pe rs p e c t i v e
Like most agencies, the Park Service often

seems unaware that its actions are making his-
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One of the most challenging uses of objects is
as historic furnishings. When used to furnish a his-
toric stru c t u re, the object is given the opport u n i t y
to convey the lifestyle and personality of the stru c-
t u re ’s historic occupants. To achieve this lofty goal,
c a re must be taken to ensure that modern hygiene,
c u rrent societal values, and housekeeping norm s
a re not interjected into the re c reated historic scene. 

Another pitfall to avoid in managing a fur-
nished historic stru c t u re is the re a rrangement of the
rooms once the furnishing curators leave. Many a
t a s t e f u l l y - p re p a red furnished stru c t u re is reduced to
a “period room” where the objects are re a rr a n g e d
as an open display. We have all seen the childre n ’s
room where all the toys and dolls are lined up fac-
ing the tour route. Tours of such re a rr a n g e m e n t s
result in nothing more than antique tours where
individual objects and their monetary value over-
shadow the purpose and intent of the care f u l l y
re c reated scene.

It is incumbent on the park curator, inter-
p re t e r, and re s o u rce management specialist to
e n s u re that museum collections are considered an
asset to the park. This can be achieved only  by
making park museum collections a viable part of
the park’s re s o u rce base both from their re s o u rc e
management and educational values. We must
e n s u re that museum collections and their docu-
mentation are consulted when management issues
a re considered; and we must ensure that museum
collections are involved in park programs and
a c t i v i t i e s .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

Dale Durham was the Chief of the Museum Services
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